Sewage overﬂows threaten Lake Erle
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This combined sewer outfall points directly at Lake Erie and the beach
at Edgewater State Park. It is among 231 locally that can release

untreated waste after heavy rains.

4 communities
face pressure to fix
old combined systems
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Spend 2% hours at Nlagara Falls,
and youll begin to understand the

: magmtude of the problem of raw

sewage being dumped into Lake Erie

* and the streams that feed it.
, That’s because the amount of water.
‘'you’ll see roar over the falls, at a

mind-boggling rate of 750,000 gal-

lons a second, equals the amount of -

untreated waste Northeast Ohio dis-
charges into local waterways in a typi-

cal year.
It’s.a problem that fouls our .

beaches, exposing us to disease, and

i endangering our most precious natu-

ral resource, Lake Erie.

Much attention has been given to
_the costly plans by the Northeast
Ohio Regional Sewer District and Ak-

ron to dramatically reduce dlscha.rges

of untreated waste, bgt four other . .
. communities are under pressure to
develop similar long-term fixes. And -

the cost to ratepayers in Avon. Lake,

Elyria, Euclid and Lakewood is ex-
pected to reach hundreds of m]]110ns £

of dollars; officials say.
A portion of the sewer systems in
each ‘of .these communities is

combined, meaning that the sanitary -
and storm sewers are one. Heavy rain
and melting snow often cause these ' -
combined sewers to' overflow dlrecﬂy 24
‘to local waterways th_rough outfalls

that dot the landscape and serve as
pressure-release valves. The discharges
are made up of a mixture of ramwater,
sewage and industrial waste.
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4 communities
face pressure

After years of talking about the
issue with sewage treatment sys-
tem operators, goveinment regu-
lators have adopted a no-toler-
ance dpproach to the problem,
aiming to force Northeast. Ohio
communities to dramatically re-
duce. discharges of untreated

*~ waste from 7.2 billion gallons.to

about 500 million gallons a year.
That would take the waste flow.
from 2 hours and 39 minutes on
thé Niagara Talls clock to just 11

- minutes.

“This is a very costly endeavor,

' fof these municipalities and, ulti=
mately, ratepayers,” acknowl-
edged Mike Settles,'a spokesman

for the Ohio Environmental Pro-’

tection Agency, which regulates
the discharges under the provi-
sions of the Clean Water Act.
“But the.reward will be healthier
streams and a Lake Erie that
we've never seen in our lifetime.”

“This untreated sewage im-
pacts aquatic life. It could poten-
tially impact drinking water sup-
plies, fish. consumption and

recreational activities,” Settles *

added. i
Nationally, about 800 billion
gallons of untreated waste are re-
Jeased into waterways each year,
a “serious public health threat
that’s often made worse because
_people do’ ot know there’s been
a sewage s

program director

American Rivers. v

Baer- $aid the nation needs a
“alert systém-to notify-
ealth-threatening dis-

Long-term control |
needed to solve problem

, ‘Weifbu_i{d bases' where some-
one, their, kids, their dogs -were
swimmingin the water and they
found out later there was a sew-
age spill and they were not-aware.

of it;” Baersaid. “It’s very hard to -

‘monitor, but the 'EPA estimates
there are)3 ¥4 million cases of ill-

_ ness a year.from recreational®.
“:+"- but by the U.S. EPA. That plan

contact with sewage.” .

piIl'," said Katheriqe‘—-
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* Locally, 7.2 billion gallons of
untreated waste was released last
year by five local sewer systems,
according to figurés from the
Ohio EPA. All of the systems are
required to enter into “long-term
control plans” with state and fed-
eral officials to eliminate nearly
all of the discharges in the next
25 years.

“We need to make sure that we
are protecting our environment,
which in turn protects our cus-
tomers,” said Todd Danielson,
who is in' his first year as chief
utilities executive of Avon Lake
Municipal Utilities. “We are part
of the public health cycle.”

The iitility provides both sewer
and water service to Avon Lake
and several nearby communities.
It draws drinking water from
Lake Erie, which ups its stake in
eliniinating discharges. Its long-
term plan calls for complete
elimination of discharges -

So far, Avon Lake: has made
the most progress armong local
commuhities, eliminating annual
dischiarges of 65 million’ gallons

of untreated waste by separating

12 of its 17 ‘combined. sewer
lines. The ,five remaining
combined sewers will,be sepa-
rated by 2020; Danjelson said. -
And-the total cost: $28 million
to $32 million. - .
‘Customers saw a rate increase
July 1, which amounted to about
$25 a year for the typical residen-
tial customer. And there will be
two similar increases in 2012
and 2013; when the average
homeowner will be paying about
$240_a year. Danielson said the
utility would have. to reassess its
financial situation after that. =’
“Yes; there’s certainly acost as-

-sociated. with this,” Danielson

said. “But we need to make sure
that Lake Erie is not polluted by
human waste.” . o

“Akron had its long-term plan
to reduce discharges rejected in

March by a federal judge, who in-

dicated it would allow too much
waste to continué to be dis-
charged and would take too long
to implement. The city, which re-
leases 2:4.billion gallons of un-

" treated waste a year, the second-

“highest amount in the region,
will now have to fight that deci-

.sionin court.

" Lakewood, likewise, had its
long-term control plan rejected,

How a combined sewer system works

A combined sewer system collects both
sources with runoff water from streets a
before it is released to streams, rivers or

after a big storm.

ON A DRY DAY: Wastewater and street runoff
collected in the sewer is blocked by a partial

dam in the collection pipe and flows by gravity
to the treatment plant.

Storm

SOURCE: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

called for the construction of a
massive tunnel to store wastewa-
ter after storms at a cost of $309
million. -

“We've kind of been back at
the drawing board since 2009 or
s0,”'said Joe Beno, Lakewood’s
director of public works. Lake-
wood poured 91.4 million gal-
lons of untreated waste into wa-
terways in 2010, according to the
Ohio EPA. : '

“We're still in the studying
process,” Beno said. “We're doing
full monitoring. We're doing
some modeling.” Beno said the
city and EPA didn’t have a time-
table for a new. plan. Beno said
that ultimately sewer rates would
rise to pay for the city’s control
plan. -

Two other cities — Elyria and
Euclid — are close to signing set-
tlement agreements to stop un-
treated waste from flowing into
Lake Erie and its tributaries.

“This has been a legal battle
for over 30 years,” said Aaron
Klein, an engineer with Elyria
who said he couldn’t discuss the
details of the city’s plan until it’s
finalized. “I don’t know when it's
going to be resolved, whether it's
going to be days or months from
now.”

Last year, Elyria released 25.7
million gallons of untreated
waste from its combined sewers,
according to the Ohio EPA.

Sanitary drains
(toilets, industrial
wastewater, etc.)

wastewater from domestic, commercial and industrial
nd buildings. The collected wastewater is then treated
lakes. Problems arise when the system is overloaded

AFTER A BIG STORM: Runoff from streets
causes collector to overfill. When untreated
wastewater rises above the dam in collector

pipe, it is discharged into river.

Outfall pipe
to river

1. Storm water drains
to sewer.
3. Untreated
wastewater

pollutes
river.
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Cdmmunities facing new pressure to eliminate
discharges of untreated waste

The costly plans by the regional sewer district and Akron to
eliminate discharges of untreated waste to local waterways have
received a lot of attention. But Euclid, Lakewood, Avon Lake and
Elyria must reduce the waste that pours from their combined
sewer outfalls as well. Fixes for these communities are expected
to cost ratepayers hundreds of millions of dollars.

Annual untreated wastewater releases into Lake Erie system

Avon Lake i

7

For comparison, the Northeast Ohio Regional Sewer District (Cleveland

2.4 billion gallons.

_ and 61 suburbs) discharges 4.5 billion gallons annually, and Akron adds

SOURCES: U.S. and Ohio Environmental Protection agencies; City of Euclid
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In Euclid, city officials are pro-
posing to upgrade their sewer
system to provide primary, but
not complete, treatment to the
57 million gallons of wastewater

released annually from their

combined sewers. Under the
plan, Euclid would capture 90
percent of the solids from the
combined sewers and kill 99 per-
cent of the bacteria in the waste
flow.

Additionally, the plan, which
still must be approved by the
U.S. EPA and a federal judge,

calls for eliminating the 2 million
gallons of raw sewage a year that
are now discharged from the
city’s sanitary sewers.

“We're looking at about $50
million in improvements over 15
years, some of which we've done
already,” said Euclid Mayor Bill
Cervenik. He said sewer rates
would rise about 30 percent in
the next two years to pay for the
plan.

“Obviously, it's a painful pro-
cess because it’s going to cost ad-
ditional funds, which means we
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have to raise sewer rates,” Cerve-
nik said. “But, at the same time,
as a community, we cannot con-
tinue to allow under heavy
storms raw sewage to enter Lake
Erie.”

Untreated waste
carries bacteria, viruses

Across Northeast Ohio, there
are 231 combined sewer outfalls
that line Lake Erie and creeks in
our neighborhoods and parks.

The untreated waste that flows
from these outfalls contains bac-
teria, parasites and viruses that
can cause diseases such as hepat-
itis, gastric disorders, dysentery,
typhoid and cholera.

So far this-summer, officials
have issued 109 advisories warn-
ing people to stay out of the wa-
ter at the 27 public beaches in
Cuyahoga, Lorain and Lake

counties after finding E. coli bac- -

teria at levels up to 26 times
higher than what federal officials
consider safe.

Beaches with the most advi-
sories included Century and
Lakeview in Lorain County, and
Edgewater, Villa Angela and Eu-
clid Beach state parks in Cuya-
hoga County. At Edgewater, the
issue is underscored by a
combined sewer outfall that is lo-
cated right on the beach.

Discharges from combined
sewer systems are a significant

source of bacteria and pathogens -

in local waterways, said Frank
Greeland, director of watershed
programs for the Northeast Ohio
Regional Sewer District, which
provides sewer service for Cleve-
land and 61 suburbs.

The district, which releases an .

average of 4.5 billion gallons of
untreated waste a year, the larg-
est amount in Northeast Ohio,
will spend $3 billion in the next
25 years, primarily on seven mas-
sive tunnels to store wastewater
overflows until they can be
treated, according to its long-
term control plan recently ap-
proved by a federal judge.

Said Greenland, “Bottom line
is we're talking about discharges
of raw sewage, you flushing your
toilet to the stream.”
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